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The 2026 State of the Air report released by the American Lung Association
(ALA) states that 44% of Americans are living in areas with failing grades for
air quality, including unhealthy levels of ozone or particle pollution. Air quality
data are collected from monitoring sites nationwide, by federal, state, local,
and Tribal agencies. The ALA uses this data to assess pollution levels and
assign grades based on the number and severity of days when air quality is
unhealthy. This report is a collection of data from 2022 to 2024, and like
previous reports, found that communities of color are disproportionately
impacted by the burden of living with unhealthy air, and are more likely to be
suffering from a chronic condition that increases their vulnerability to air
pollution. 

In this year’s report, Michigan saw an overall improvement in ozone, while
Wisconsin saw declines in air quality. Nevertheless, both states have many
counties receiving failing grades. Detroit and Milwaukee stood out as two of
the most impacted metro areas in the Midwest, both facing significant
challenges with ozone and particle pollution.

Wisconsin experienced worsened air quality in the 2026 State of the Air
report, which reflects broader national trends tied to wildfires in recent years,
heat, and other climate-related factors. Counties in both states received
failing grades for ozone pollution, short-term particle pollution (24-hour
PM2.5), and in some cases, annual particle pollution.

Introduction

Michigan and Wisconsin
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The 2026 State of the Air report assigns grades using the Air Quality Index
(AQI), which classifies air pollution levels by color. Orange days are “unhealthy
for sensitive groups,” including children, older adults, and people with asthma
or heart disease. Red days are “unhealthy” for everyone, and purple days are
“very unhealthy,” where the health risk extends to the general population. The
more days a county has in these categories, the worse its grade.

Multiple counties across Wisconsin received poor air quality grades for ozone
and short-term particle pollution. Southeastern counties like Milwaukee,
Waukesha, Racine, and Ozaukee were among the lowest, each earning failing
grades in all three categories of ozone, 24-hour PM2.5, and annual PM2.5.
Milwaukee County had 22 orange and 2 red ozone days, earning an F with an
average of 8.3. It also failed for particle pollution with several unhealthy days.
However, it passed for annual particle pollution with a PM2.5 value of
8.4µg/m3, below the standard of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).
Waukesha County recorded 19 orange days for ozone resulting in a failing
grade, and passed for annual particle pollution with a PM2.5 value of 8.1
µg/m3. Racine, Sheboygan, and Walworth Counties also earned F grades due
to elevated levels of short-term particle pollution, including multiple red air
quality days, as well as a purple air quality day for Sheboygan. 

While some areas received moderate C grades, such as Fond du Lac county
improving from last year’s F grade; the overall trend reflects a decline in air
quality across the state, especially in urban and industrial regions. Much of
this worsening is linked to climate-driven wildfire smoke and higher
temperatures, which amplify both ozone formation and particle pollution
levels. Other counties such as Jefferson, Rock, and Dane also received failing
grades, showing that poor air quality is not limited to the southeastern region
of Wisconsin. Even mid-sized and rural counties like Eau Claire and Brown
experienced multiple days of unhealthy air. Although a few counties lacked
complete data or received passing grades for annual particle pollution, the
majority of reporting counties did not meet air quality standards. Overall,
Wisconsin’s air pollution trends mirror national concerns: more intense
wildfire seasons, higher temperatures, and stagnant air events are making it
harder to breathe, especially for vulnerable populations.

Air Quality Grades

Wisconsin Air Quality Grades
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Milwaukee ranked as one of the most polluted areas in Wisconsin in the 2026
State of the Air report, earning failing grades for ozone, short-term particle
pollution, and annual particle pollution. The county reported 22 orange and 2
red ozone days, resulting in an F grade with an average of 8.3. For particle
pollution, Milwaukee has 6 orange, 1 red, and 2 purple days, reflecting severe
short-term spikes that also led to an F grade. The county’s annual PM2.5
average of 8.4 µ/m3 is an improvement from last year’s report, resulting in a
passing grade for year-round pollution.

Milwaukee’s air quality crisis disproportionately impacts its large at-risk
population. Of the city’s 924,740 residents, about 214,000 are children under
18, and over 142,000 are adults over 65. The city has 13,326 children with
asthma, 81,573 adults with asthma, 43,116 people with COPD, and nearly 11,000
pregnancies at risk each year. Milwaukee’s population is also majority people
of color, with 481,988 residents identified as people of color, and 153,720
residents living in poverty. These overlapping health and social vulnerabilities
mean that Milwaukee’s poor air quality continues to fuel environmental
health disparities, increasing the burden of respiratory and cardiovascular
illnesses on its most vulnerable communities.

Milwaukee, WI
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Multiple counties across Michigan received poor air quality grades for ozone
and short-term participle pollution. Counties along the western lakeshore
such as Muskegon and Allegan were among the worst, each earning failing
grades in ozone, 24-hour PM2.5, and annual PM2.5. Muskegon County
recorded 20 orange and 2 red ozone days, earning an F with a weighted
average of 7.7. Allegan County also reported 18 orange and 3 red ozone days,
resulting in an F. Wayne County, which includes Detroit, had 19 orange and 1
red ozone day, and struggled even more with particle pollution, with 20
orange, 4 red, and 1 purple PM 2.5 days and an annual PM2.5 level of
12.3µg/m3, well above the EPA standard, leading to failing grades across the
board. Other counties including Kent, St. Clair, Berrien, Oakland, and Macomb
also earned F grades for ozone, with multiple counties failing for short-term
particle pollution and some exceeding annual PM2.5 limits. While a few
counties such as Clinton and Schoolcraft received moderate C grades, the
overall trend in Michigan reflects worsening air quality statewide, particularly
in urban and industrial regions. Climate-driven wildfires, smoke, higher
temperatures, and pollution from transportation and industry have
contributed to increased ozone formation and particle pollution, posing
ongoing health risks to residents across the state.

Detroit and the surrounding metro area ranked among the most polluted
cities in the nation for both short-term and year-round particle pollution in
the 2026 State of the Air report. The Detroit-Warren-Ann Arbor region
reported 19 orange and 1 red ozone day, and 20 orange, 4 red, and 1 purple
day for 24-hour particle pollution, indicating frequent and severe pollution
spikes. Detroit also exceeded the EPA’s annual PM2.5 standard with an
average of 12.3 µg/m3. 

The health impacts are especially concerning due to the region’s large
vulnerable population. Out of a total population of 5.43 million, over 1.1 million
are children under 18, and nearly 1 million are over 65. The area has 727
children with asthma, 549,393 adults with asthma, and 374,481 people living
with COPD, all of whom face greater health risks from particle pollution.
Additionally, over 1.85 million residents are people of color, and 739,466 live in
poverty, compounding the environmental health disparities in the region.
This combination of persistent pollution and a high-risk population makes
Detroit one of the hardest hit metro areas in the Midwest when it comes to
air quality and public health.

Michigan Air Quality Grades

Detroit, MI
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Both Detroit and Milwaukee highlight the disproportionate impact of air
pollution on communities of color, low-income populations, and individuals
with preexisting health conditions. In both cities, the highest levels of
pollution coincide with neighborhoods that are home to majority Black,
Latino, Arab, and other marginalized populations. These communities face
structural barriers such as underinvestment in healthcare, lack of green
spaces, and proximity to industrial zones or major highways; all of which
contribute to heightened exposure and fewer resources to manage the
health consequences. The State of the Air 2026 report underscores how
environmental injustice remains a public health crisis, with asthma, COPD,
cardiovascular disease, and other pollution-related illnesses
disproportionately affecting residents in these areas. Climate change further
compounds these risks, as rising temperatures and wildfire smoke continue
to drive increases in both ozone and particle pollution.

The 2026 State of the Air report makes it clear that air quality in Wisconsin is
worsening and despite Michigan’s overall improvement, ozone levels
continued to be unhealthy in many cities. This is especially apparent in urban
areas like Detroit and Milwaukee. Failing grades for ozone and short-term
particle pollution reflect the growing impact of climate-driven wildfires,
industrial emissions, and transportation-related pollution across the Midwest.
These trends have serious health consequences, particularly for children,
older adults, and communities of color who are already burdened by higher
rates of chronic disease and poverty. Addressing these environmental health
disparities will require stronger regulations, expanded monitoring, and
community-driven solutions to protect vulnerable populations from the long-
term effects of air pollution.

Disparities and Vulnerable
Populations

Conclusion
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